In the last three quarters of the fifteenth century Spain, like the rest of Europe, was under the spell of Flemish art. The realism of the north had a strong appeal to Spanish taste, and the technical discoveries of Flemish painting and the new iconographies from Flanders and Germany were enthusiastically received. In the second half of the century in particular, tapestries, paintings, and sculptured altarpieces from Flanders were in great demand, as they were across the continent of Europe, and the designs of painters like Jan van Eyck and Roger van der Weyden became both a stimulus and a crutch to Spanish artists. It is clear that the altarpiece suffered several campaigns of alteration and change. Relatively early in its history it was damaged by a deluge of water carrying clay, probably from an abutting wall. The water descended from the top of the frame, down the background, and over the figures. Deposits of clay in the folds of several figures were found beneath the first repainting. Most of the azurite blue of the original color scheme was lost, and in the repainting a lighter blue, cinebar, and cobalt were used instead. Other repaints included the substitution of bright, light shades of green and red for the 257 
sent such an intermixture that scholars have been unable, with the dearth of documentary evidence, to determine whether they were northerners under Spanish influence or Spaniards who had absorbed Flemish traditions.
The carved Hispano-Flemish altarpiece recently acquired for The Cloisters shows this fusion of styles. It represents the mourning over the body of Christ and was originally the center of a large retable with painted wings. Its scale is unusual for such works, the painted walnut figures being half life size and the gilded frame itself standing almost seven feet. The Virgin and Christ flanked by Saint John and the Magdalen in the lower register are nearly three-dimensional, while the two half figures of mourning women above are in high relief. The group is surmounted by the cross in low relief against a background painting of Jerusalem.
The known history of the altarpiece is very scant indeed. It was published in the 91 i catalogue of the collection of Benoit Oppenheim in Frankfurt, where it was called Hispano-Flemish but with no remarks on its source. A friend of Oppenheim's has said that he bought it in Spain, and there ends its recorded history. Yet a great deal can be inferred from a technical examination of the piece.
It is clear that the altarpiece suffered several campaigns of alteration and change. Relatively early in its history it was damaged by a deluge of water carrying clay, probably from an abutting wall. The water descended from the top of the frame, down the background, and over the figures. Deposits of clay in the folds of several figures were found beneath the first repainting. Most of the azurite blue of the original color scheme was lost, and in the repainting a lighter blue, cinebar, and cobalt were used instead. Other repaints included the substitution of bright, light shades of green and red for the Before describing the altarpiece in detail it would be helpful to explain the system of producing a carved retable in Spain, which was rather complex in the fifteenth century. Instead of being the work of a single master it was made in a highly organized shop. The design was usually sketched by a trazador, who might be the overseer of the work, the chief sculptor, or an outside artist. Egas Cueman, for instance, carved the tomb of Bishop Gonzalo de Illescas from a design by a silversmith, Fray Juan de Segovia, and while he was chief architect of Toledo cathedral Master Hanequin drew the design for the Puerta de los Leones, which was carried out by other sculptors. The finished design was translated into sculpture by the escultores, or talladores, who must have included various grades of apprentices. The flesh tones were painted by the encarnadores, the brocades and costumes by the estofadores, and finally the gilding was added by the doradores. There is doubt as to whether this system was always followed, but in the Cloisters altarpiece there is definite evidence of different artists at work. Certainly the carving of the fretwork and columns of the frame was done by an inferior hand, and the apparent disregard for the applied patterns of the Virgin's costume would indicate that the estofador was not as careful with his commission as his fellow workers. The landscape can doubtless be attributed to an artist other than the one responsible for painting the figures.
The sources of designs used by the trazadores were manifold, but, as in the north, the paintings of Roger van der Weyden, with their rich sculpturesque compositions, were frequently utilized. Occasionally one finds an exact reproduction in sculpture of a work by Roger, as in the two small groups in the Walters Art Gallery after his painting of the Deposition, now in the Prado. More often the designer would borrow a figure from one composition and combine it with a figure from another, or a gesture from one with the drapery of another. Our knowledge of this system and of the whereabouts of some of Roger's great paintings leads us to the conclusion that details from the more famous pictures were widely dispersed through the means of artists' sketches. Sketchbooks brought to Spain by northern painters and sculptors would have been stocked with the latest schemes of the contemporary masters, and the immediate repetition of these themes in Spain is not in the least sur- The pomegranate brocade patterns of the garments were not painted 7irgin, from a drawing Roger van der Weyden e the or were in the north, but Itarpiece, Laredo, Spain were applied in gold leaf over the paint. The patterns were first incised on sheets of gold leaf and then either cut up and laid on arbitrarily, as on the Virgin's skirt, or put on in complete sections over large areas, as on the side panels. The costumes were further embellished with a series of small goldleaf dots along the borders, and, similarly, gold stars were applied on the azurite blue ceiling.
Painted backgrounds were more popular in Both the Pieta and the background have affinities with works made in the region of Burgos, yet no other Hispano-Flemish sculpture of this scale and quality is known for comparison. Unless others are discovered, or the church that sold the altarpiece early in this century is located, the site of the interesting workshop of Spaniards and Flemings that made it will never be known.
